Retaining the sheep flock by Lightfoot, R J
Journal of the Department of Agriculture, 
Western Australia, Series 4 
Volume 21 
Number 3 1980 Article 7 
1-1-1980 
Retaining the sheep flock 
R J. Lightfoot 
Follow this and additional works at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4 
Recommended Citation 
Lightfoot, R J. (1980) "Retaining the sheep flock," Journal of the Department of Agriculture, Western Australia, 
Series 4: Vol. 21 : No. 3 , Article 7. 
Available at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4/vol21/iss3/7 
This article is brought to you for free and open access by Research Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Journal of the Department of Agriculture, Western Australia, Series 4 by an authorized administrator of Research 
Library. For more information, please contact jennifer.heathcote@agric.wa.gov.au, sandra.papenfus@agric.wa.gov.au, 
paul.orange@dpird.wa.gov.au. 
Retaining the sheep flock 
In spite of the acknowledged trend 
to increased cropping, and the 
economic pressures favouring its 
continuation, the Department of 
Agriculture's Principal Sheep and 
Wool Officer Dr R. J. Lightfoot has 
little doubt that the vast majority of 
wheat belt farmers will retain a 
livestock enterprise. 
They will need their sheep to make 
use of pasture areas, and the 
increasing quantities of stubble. 
Dr Lightfoot also foresees a trend 
to more-intensive sheep farming in 
the higher rainfall areas, which will 
prevent any drastic fall in the 
State s total sheep numbers. 
Population changes 
Total numbers 
An analysis of trends in the 
distribution of the State's sheep 
flock over the past few years shows 
that partly due to the influence of 
drought, the biggest change on a 
proportional basis occurred in the 
below 350 mm rainfall zone. There, 
sheep numbers fell by 1.6 million or 
24 per cent between 1976 and 1979. 
In the 350 to 500 mm zone total 
numbers fell by only 11 per cent 
even though this represented 1.9 
million. In contrast to these more 
traditional cereal cropping areas, 
sheep numbers increased by 2 per 
cent in the areas receiving more 
than 500 mm. 
If such trends were to continue at 
the same rate, the State's sheep 
population in the agricultural areas 
would fall to 25.7 million in 1982. 
But it is more likely that further 
reductions in eastern wheatbelt 
shires, where already some 60 per 
cent of arable land is in crop, will 
be limited. A continuing reduction 
in sheep numbers (possible 10 per 
cent) is likely in the 350 to 500 mm 
The State's higher rainfall areas 
have the potential for much higher 
sheep numbers. 
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zone, but this will be offset by 
further population growth in the 
high rainfall areas (perhaps 5 per 
cent). So the more likely total for 
1982 is 27 to 28 million sheep for all 
agricultural areas. 
Sex structure 
Statistics for the total number of 
breeding ewes, by rainfall zone, 
shows that despite a 10 per cent 
drop in the total sheep flock, overall 
numbers of breeding ewes have 
remained constant during the past 
three years. A 10 per cent loss of 
ewe numbers in the low rainfall 
areas has been balanced by an 
increase of similar magnitude in the 
high rainfall zone. 
Most of the drop in total sheep 
numbers can be attributed to the 
loss of wethers to the live sheep 
export trade. The proportion of 
breeding ewes in the flock has 
consequently increased in all zones, 
with the effect most marked in the 
wheatbelt. 
Assuming constant trends, total 
breeding ewe numbers would 
remain at 13.7 million in 1982, 
representing 54 per cent of the total 
flock in the agricultural areas. But 
in line with previous forecasts and 
given reasonable lambing 
percentages in 1980 and 1981, 
breeding ewes numbers are more 
likely to increase, particularly in the 
high rainfall zones, to total 
approximately 14.0 million by 1982. 
Age structure 
Major changes in the age 
distribution of Western Australia's 
sheep flock have taken place over 
the past five years. In particular, the 
average age of the wether flock has 
fallen dramatically. By 1982 full-
mouth wethers will be relatively 
rare in W.A. 
Changes are occurring also in the 
age distribution of the State's ewe 
flock. Generally there has been a 
trend towards retaining ewes for 
one or more extra years of breeding 
before selling as aged culls. With 
appropriate management, the 
routine practice of retaining older 
ewes initially builds up ewe 
numbers, but it also can increase 
the turnoff of young sheep due to a 
reduction in the number of ewe 
hoggets required for replacements. 
Breed structure 
Changes in pasture-availability 
resulting from new cropping 
technologies and more-intensive 
sheep production systems, will 
cause a rethink of some traditional 
livestock breeding goals. The 
Merino will remain the dominant 
sheep breed, and wool production a 
major source of income. But the 
demand for improved efficiency, 
particularly in ewe fertility and 
growth rate of lambs to one year of 
age, will encourage ram breeders to 
adopt new performance recording 
and selection procedures aimed at 
improving efficiency in the 
conversion of feed to meat. 
A change already apparent in recent 
years is the increasingly popular 
practice of joining Merino ewes to 
rams of the short-wool breeds to 
produce first-cross lambs for 
slaughter. 
Use of the Booroola Merino, both 
by infusion into existing Merino 
strains and also in crossing to 
produce new dual-purpose breeds, 
(as has already occurred in New 
Zealand) will increase. The 
Department of Agriculture's 
Animal Breeding and Research 
Institute being established at 
Katanning will be able to assist ram 
breeders who want to undertake 
such initiatives. 
Management systems 
Pasture utilisation 
Shorter rotations reduce the area of 
pasture and increase the area of 
stubbles that are available to stock. 
The nutrient value of pastures is 
likely to improve during the spring 
and summer months if increased 
legume dominance develops at the 
expense of volunteer species. But 
such pastures are relatively poor as 
a source of "early feed" following 
germination. 
Stubbles, although increased in area 
will tend to be less nutritious than 
in years gone by due to reductions 
in the amounts of residual grain, 
grasses and other weeds. 
The pattern of feed supply is 
therefore changing in both quantity 
and quality to the overall detriment 
of stock carrying capacity. 
The extent to which carrying 
capacity is reduced will depend 
upon a range of factors. These 
include the type of rotation adopted 
(e.g. 2:2 will have less effect than 
1:1), the methods of tillage and 
weed control (direct drilling can 
reserve extra grazing at the start of 
the season) and the effectiveness of 
grass and clover regeneration in the 
year following crop. Nevertheless, 
rates of stocking will generally be 
held at moderate levels due to the 
risks of soil erosion and the 
prospect of serious feed shortages in 
April, May and June. 
If farmers are to get the most 
efficient use of paddock feed from 
harvest through to seeding they will 
have to make realistic assessments 
of the relative nutritive values of 
each feed type. Then the various 
classes of stock can be allocated to 
paddocks accordingly to their 
respective needs. In many instances 
management can improve the "fit" 
between available feed and nutrient 
requirements, through changes in 
time of lambing and stock turnoff, 
and through strategic 
supplementary feeding. 
Breeding ewes will warrant first 
choice of available paddock feed 
throughout lactation and after 
weaning until the end of joining. 
Unless finished as suckers, lambs 
destined for slaughter in the higher-
priced "out of season" months will 
usually require special 
supplementary feeding. 
Supplementary feeding 
On farms with short cropping 
rotations the risk of feed shortages 
in late autumn and early winter will 
increase the need for reserves of 
grain for supplementary feeding. 
The situation will be most acute 
where sheep are being run at high 
stocking rates, and particularly for 
autumn lambing ewes. In the latter 
case "teasing" with hormone 
treated-harnessed wethers for three 
to five weeks after mating will 
enable non-pregnant ewes to be 
drafted off and run as dry stock, 
thereby saving feed costs. 
Improved prices of young finished 
wether weaners and hoggets, either 
for slaughter or live export, have 
created much interest in 
programmes for paddock feeding or 
feedlotting. Suitable "ad lib" 
feeding programmes allow sale 
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stock to be turned off at a younger 
age. They also will relieve pressure 
on pastures through the autumn 
months, allowing them to carry 
more breeding ewes. In these 
situations, particularly with 
weaners, good results have been 
obtained with grain-based rations 
containing approximately 14 to 18 
per cent protein. 
With most cereal grains, 
particularly if the crude protein 
level is less than 12 per cent, adding 
about 25 per cent lupin grain to the 
ration improves feed conversion 
efficiency and growth rates. A 
higher proportion of lupins can 
improve rates even further but 
profitability usually declines. 
The practice of mating well-grown 
autumn-born ewe weaners at 
approximately nine months of age, 
to lamb in July/August, has 
increased in recent times. Special 
grain feeding programmes can 
improve conception, although 
further research is required to 
evaluate overall economies of this 
practice in relation to lifetime 
productivity. 
Time of lambing 
Cropping programmes that 
accentuate the autumn-early winter 
feed gap will cause many wheatbelt 
farmers to re-examine their choice 
of lambing time. At low stocking 
rates, conventional levels of grain 
feeding will enable autumn-lambing 
ewes to turn-off well finished lambs 
from September onwards. But 
combination of early seeding and 
post-emergent herbicides with high 
stocking rates and autumn lambing 
ewes requires substantial grain 
reserves and a well-planned 
programme of supplementary 
feeding, if heavy losses of stock and 
production are to be avoided. 
Direct-drilling techniques and 
delayed seeding will help relieve the 
early season feed shortage to some 
extent, but in most situations, if 
higher stocking rates are to be 
maintained, it will be necessary to 
delay lambing until mid 
July-August. 
Even at moderate stocking rates, 
winter lambing will effectively 
reduce the chance of a stock crisis 
around seeding, and improve ewe 
performance. But farmers must 
recognise that if July-August born 
lambs are to be turned off for 
slaughter at four to six months of 
age, or sold as shippers at less than 
12 months, some of the savings 
achieved through reduced ewe 
feeding costs will be absorbed in 
extra grain for finishing. 
Nevertheless it should prove a 
"safer", more controlled system in 
our less-than-perfect Mediterranean 
environment. 
Time of shearing 
It seems likely that Western 
Australia will see a resurgence of 
autumn shearing as a result of 
increased cereal cropping and 
associated changes in sheep 
management programmes. Earlier 
evidence suggests that increases in 
the area and frequency of cereal 
cropping will aggravate the autumn 
feed-gap which, in turn, will 
increase the incidence of tender 
wool. The problem will be most 
acute in breeding ewes which, as 
discussed previously, now comprise 
an increasing proportion of the 
total flock on wheatbelt farms. 
Together, these facts support the 
contention that the problem of 
tender wool in spring-shorn clips 
from areas turning to intensive 
cropping will become more severe 
in future years. 
If the present "sale by additional 
measurement" trials prove 
successful, we are likely to see the 
introduction of testing for fibre 
tensile strength before sale, and 
appropriate price penalties for 
tender clips. Autumn shearing will 
largely remove such faults in the 
wool clip. Today's almost universal 
acceptance of objective clip 
specification before sale means that 
autumn shearing no longer incurs 
unwarranted price penalties for seed 
or yield. In any case, seed problems 
will most likely be reduced in 
wheatbelt pastures as the content of 
grasses and weeds falls. 
Taking into account their improved 
processing performance, we are 
likely to see premiums paid on a 
clean wool basis for autumn shorn 
clips in future years. 
Livestock health 
All the foregoing trends suggest an 
increasing proportion of breeding 
ewes, accentuated paddock feed 
". . . overall numbers of breeding 
ewes have remained constant." 
"It is likely that Western Australia 
will see a resurgence of Autumn 
shearing . . . " 
problems in late autumn and more 
reliance on supplementary feeding 
both for maintenance and finishing. 
These changes will affect the 
relative importance of flock health 
problems related to breeding and 
nutrition. Farmers will pay more 
attention to: 
• adequate supplementary feeding 
for lambing ewes to avoid 
pregnancy toxaemia and heavy 
lamb mortality; 
• careful introduction of stock onto 
cereal grain rations to prevent grain 
poisoning; 
• routine vaccination for 
enterotoxaemia, a condition 
associated with changes in feeding 
regimes; 
• prevention and treatment of 
nutritional deficiencies in young 
growing stock e.g. selenium, cobalt, 
calcium, thiamine, etc. and 
• re-seeding pastures with new low-
oestrogen strains of subterranean 
clover to prevent clover disease in 
breeding ewes. 
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